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FAMILY VIOLENCE, FEMINISM, AND 
SOCIAL CONTROL 

LINDA GORDON 

In studying the history of family violence, I found myself also con- 
fronting the issue of social control, incarnated in the charitable 
"friendly visitors" and later professional child protection workers 
who composed the case records I was reading. At first I experi- 
enced these social control agents as intruding themselves un-
wanted into my research. My study was based on the records of 
Boston "child-saving' agencies, in which the oppressions of class, 
culture, and gender were immediately evident. The "clients" were 
mainly poor, Catholic, female immigrants. (It was not that women 
were responsible for most of the family violence but that they 
were more often involved with agencies for reasons we shall see 
below.) The social workers were exclusively well educated and 
male and overwhelmingly White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP). 
These workers, authors of case records, were often disdainful, ig- 
norant, and obtuse-at best, paternalistic-toward their clients. 

Yet, ironically, these very biases created a useful discipline, 
showing that it was impossible to study family violence as an ob- 
jective problem. Attempts at social control were part of the orig- 
inal definition and construction of family violence as a social issue. 
The very concept of family violence is a product of conflict and 
negotiation between people troubled by domestic violence and 
social control agents attempting to change their supposedly unruly 
and deviant behavior. 

In this essay I want to argue not a defense of social control but a 
critique of its critiques and some thoughts about a better, feminist, 
framework. I would like to make my argument as it came to me, 
through studying child abuse and neglect. Nine years ago when I 
began to study the history of family violence, I assumed I would 
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Single mother and her children, earning money by playing music in the 
streets. Boston, probably 1880s. From the collection of the Massachusetts 
Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Children, University of Massachusetts- 
Boston Archives. 
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be focusing largely on wifebeating because that was the target of 
the contemporary feminist activism which had drawn my atten- 
tion to the problem. I was surprised, however, to find that 
violence against children represented a more complex challenge to 
the task of envisioning feminist family policy and a feminist 
theory of social control. 

SOCIAL CONTROL 
Many historians of women and the family have inherited a critical 
view of social control, as an aspect of domination and the source of 
decline in family and individual autonomy. In situating ourselves 
with respect to this tradition, it may be useful to trace very briefly 
the history of the concept. "Social control" is a phrase usually attri- 
buted to the sociologist E. A. Ross. He used the phrase as the title 
of a collection of his essays in 1901, referring to the widest range of 
influence and regulation societies imposed upon individuals.' 
Building on a Hobbesian view of human individuals as naturally 
in conflict, Ross saw "social control" as inevitable. Moving beyond 
liberal individualism, however, he argued for social control in a 
more specific, American Progressive sense. Ross advocated the ac- 
tive, deliberate, expert guidance of human life not only as the 
source of human progress but also as the best replacement for 
older, familial, and communitarian forms of control, which he 
believed were disappearing in modern society. 

Agencies attempting to control family violence are preeminent 
examples of the kind of expert social control institutions that were 
endorsed by Ross and other Progressive reformers. These agen- 
cies-the most typical were the Societies for the prevention of 
Cruelty to Children (SPCCs) -were established in the 1870s in a 
decade of acute international alarm about child abuse. They began 
as punitive and moralistic "charitable" endeavors, characteristic of 
nineteenth-century elite moral purity reforms. These societies 
blamed the problem of family violence on the depravity, im-
morality, and drunkenness of individuals, which they often traced 
to the innate inferiority of the immigrants who constituted the 
great bulk of their targets. By the early twentieth century, the 
SPCCs took on a more ambitious task, hoping not merely to cure 
family pathology but also to reform family life and childraising. 
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Describing the change slightly differently, in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, child protection agents saw themselves as paralegal, punish- 
ing specific offenses, protecting children from specific dangers; in 
the early twentieth century, they tried to supervise and direct the 
family lives of those considered deviant. 

The view that intervention into the family has increased, and 
has become a characteristic feature of modern society, is now 
often associated with Talcott Parsons's writings of the late 1940s 
and 1950s. Parsons proposed the "transfer of functions" thesis, the 
notion that professionals had taken over many family functions 
(for example, education, childcare, therapy, and medical care). 
Parsons's was a liberal, optimistic view; he thought this profes- 
sionalization a step forward, leaving the family free to devote more 
of its time and energy to affective relations. There was already a 
contrasting, far more pessimistic, interpretation, emanating from 
the Frankfurt school of German Marxists, who condemned the 
decline of family autonomy and even attributed to it, in part, the 
horrors of totalitarianism. 

The latter tradition, critical of social control, has conditioned 
most of the historical writing about social control agencies and in- 
fluences. Much of the earlier work in this mid-twentieth-century 
revival of women's history adopted this perspective on social con- 
trol, substituting gender for class or national categories in the 
analysis of women's subordination. In the field of child saving in 
particular, the most influential historical work has adopted this 
perspecti~e.~These critiques usually distinguished an "us" and a 
"them," oppressed and oppressor, in a dichotomous relation. They 
were usually functionalist: they tended to assume or argue that the 
social control practices in question served (were functional for) the 
material interests of a dominant group and hindered (were dys- 
functional to) the interests of the subordinate. More recently, 
some women's historians have integrated class and gender into 
this model, arguing that the growth of the state in the last 150 
years has increased individual rights for prosperous women but 
has only subjected poor women to ever greater contr01.~ Alter- 
natively, women's historians represent social control as half of a 
bargain in which material benefits-welfare benefits, for ex-
ample-are given to those controlled in exchange for the surrender 
of power or au t~nomy .~  

The development of women's history in the last decade has be- 
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gun to correct some of the oversimplifications of this "anti-social- 
control" school of analysis. A revival of what might be called the 
Beardian tradition (after Mary Beard.) recognizes women's activ- 
ity -in this case, in constructing modern forms of social control.5 
Historians of social work or other social control institutions, 
however, have not participated in the rethinking of the paradigm 
of elite domination and plebian victimization.6 

The critique of the domination exercised by social work and 
human services bureaucracies and professionals is not wrong, but 
its incompleteness allows for some serious distortion. My own 
views derive from a study of the history of family violence and its 
social control in Boston from 1880 to 1960, using both the quan- 
titative and qualitative analysis of case records from three leading 
child-saving agencies.7 Looking at these records from the perspec- 
tive of children and their primary caretakers (and abusers), 
women, reveals the impoverishment of the anti-social-control 
perspective sketched above and its inadequacy to the task of con- 
ceptualizing who is controlled and who is controlling in these 
family conflicts. A case history may suggest some of the com- 
plexities that have influenced my thinking. 

In 1910 a Syrian family in Boston's South End, here called the 
Kashys, came to the attention of the Massachusetts Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Children (MSPCC) because of the abuse 
of the mother's thirteen-year-old girl.8 Mr. Kashy had just died of 
appendicitis. The family, like so many immigrants, had moved 
back and forth between Syria and the United States several times; 
two other children had been left in Syria with their paternal grand- 
parents. In this country, in addition to the central "victim," whom I 
shall call Fatima, there was a six-year-old boy and a three-year-old 
girl, and Mrs. Kashy was pregnant. The complainant was the 
father's sister, and indeed all the paternal relatives were hostile to 
Mrs. Kashy. The MSPCC investigation substantiated their allega- 
tions: Mrs. Kashy hit Fatima with a stick and with chairs, bit her 
ear, kept her from school and overworked her, expecting her to do 
all the housework and to care for the younger children. When 
Fatirna fell ill, her mother refused to let her go to the hospital. The 
hostility of the paternal relatives, however, focused not only on 
the mother's treatment of Fatima but mainly on her custody rights. 
It was their position that custody should have fallen to them after 
Mr. Kashy's death, arguing that "in Syria a woman's rights to the 
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care of her chn [abbreviations in original] or the control of proper- 
ty is not recognized." In Syrian tradition, the paternal grandfather 
had rights to the children, and he had delegated this control to his 
son, the children's paternal uncle. 

The paternal kin, then, had expected Mrs. Kashy to bow to their 
rights; certainly her difficult economic and social situation would 
make it understandable if she had. The complainant, the father's 
sister, was Mrs. Kashy's landlady and was thus in a position to 
make her life very difficult. Mrs. Kashy lived with her three 
children in one attic room without water; she had to go to the 
ground level and carry water up to her apartment. The relatives 
offered her no help after her bereavement and Mrs. Kashy was 
desperate; she was trying to earn a living by continuing her hus- 
band's peddling. She needed Fatima to keep the house and care for 
the children. 

When Mrs. Kashy resisted their custody claims, the paternal 
relatives called in as a mediator a Syrian community leader, pub- 
lisher of the New Syria, a Boston Arabic-language newspaper. Ulti- 
mately the case went to court, however, and here the relatives lost 
as their custody traditions conflicted with the new preference in 
the United States for women's custody. Fatima's wishes were of no 
help to the agency in sorting out this conflict, because throughout 
the struggle she was ambivalent: sometimes she begged to be kept 
away from her mother, yet when away, she begged to be returned 
to her mother. Ultimately, Mrs. Kashy won custody but no mater- 
ial help in supporting her children by herself. As in so many child 
abuse cases, it was the victim who was punished: Fatima was sent 
to the Gwynne Home, where-at least so her relatives be- 
lieved -she was treated abusively. 

If the story had stopped there one might be tempted to see Mrs. 
Kashy as relatively blameless, driven perhaps to episodes of harsh- 
ness and temper by her difficult lot. But thirteen years later, in 
1923,a "school visitor" brought the second daughter, now sixteen, 
to the MSPCC to complain of abuse by her mother and by her 
older, now married, sister Fatima. In the elapsed years, this se- 
cond daughter had been sent back to Syria; perhaps Mrs. Kashy 
had had to give up her efforts to support her children. Returning to 
the United States eighteen months previously, the girl had arrived 
to find that her mother intended to marry her involuntarily to a 
boarder. The daughter displayed blood on her shirt which she said 
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came from her mothex's beatings. Interviewed by an MSPCC 
agent, Mrs. Kashy was now openly hostile and defiant, saying that 
she would beat her daughter as she liked. 

In its very complexity, the Kashy case exemplifies certain gen- 
eralizations central to my argument. One is that it is often difficult 
to identlfy a unique victim. It should not be surprising that the op- 
pressed Mrs. Kashy was angry and violent, but feminist rhetoric 
about family violence has often avoided this complexity. Mrs. 
Kashy was the victim of her isolation, widowhood, single mother- 
hood, and patriarchal, hostile in-laws; she also exploited and abus- 
ed her daughter. Indeed, Mrs. Kashfs attitude to Fatirna was 
patriarchal: she believed that children should serve parents and 
not vice versa. This aspect of patriarchal tradition served Mrs. 
Kashy. But, in other respects, the general interests of the op- 
pressed group -here the Syrian immigrants -as expressed by its 
male, petit bourgeois leadership, were more inimical to Mrs. 
Kashfs (and other women's] aspirations and "rights" than those of 
the elite agency, the MSPCC. Furthermore, one can reasonably 
surmise that the daughters were also actors in this drama, resisting 
their mother's expectations as well as those of the maledominated 
community, as New World ideas of children's rights coincided 
with aspirations entirely their own. None of the existing social 
control critiques can adequately conceptualize the complex strug- 
gles in the Kashy family, nor can they propose nonoppressive 
ways for Fatima's "rights" to be protected. 

FEMINISM AND CHILD ABUSE 
Feminist theory in general and women's history in particular have 
moved only slowly beyond the "victimization" paradigm that 
dominated the rebirth of feminist scholarship. The obstacles to 
perceiving and describing women's own power have been particu- 
larly great in issues relating to social policy and to family violence, 
because of the legacy of victim blaming. Defending women 
against male violence is so urgent that we fear women's loss of 
status as deserving, political "victims" if we acknowledge women's 
own aggressions. These complexities are at their greatest in the 
situation of mothers because they are simultaneously victims and 
victimizers, dependent and depended on, weak and powerful. 

If feminist theory needs a new view of social control, thinking 
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about child abuse virtually demands it. Child abuse cases reveal 
suffering that is incontrovertible, unnecessary, and remediable. 
However severe the biases of the social workers attempting to 
"save" the children and reform their parents -and I will have more 
to say about this later -one could not advocate a policy of inaction 
in regard to children chained to beds, left in filthy diapers for days, 
turned out in the cold. Children, unlike women, lack even the 
potential for social and economic independence. A beneficial 
social policy could at least partly address the problem of wife- 
beating by empowering women to leave abusive situations, enabl- 
ing them to live in comfort and dignity without men, and en- 
couraging them to espouse high standards in their expectations of 
treatment by others. It is not clear how one could empower 
children in analogous ways. If children are to have "rights" then 
some adults must be appointed and accepted, by other adults, to 
define and defend them. 

Women, who do most of the labor of childcare, have the strong- 
est emotional bonds to children, fought for and largely won rights 
to child custody over the last 150 years. Yet women are often the 
abusers and neglecters of children. Indeed, child abuse becomes 
the more interesting and challenging to feminists because in it we 
meet women's rage and abuses of power. Furthermore, child 
abuse is a gendered phenomenon, related to the oppression of 
women, whether women or men are the culprits, because it re- 
flects the sexual division of the labor of reproduction. Because 
men spend, on the whole, so much less time with children than do 
women, what is remarkable is not that women are violent toward 
children but that men are responsible for nearly half of the child 
abuse. But women are always implicated because even when men 
are the culprits, women are usually the primary caretakers who 
have been, by definition, unable to protect the children. When 
protective organizations remove children or undertake supervi- 
sion of their caretakers, women often suffer greatly, for their 
maternal work, trying as it may be, is usually the most pleasurable 
part of their lives. 

Yet in the last two decades of intense publicity and scholarship 
about child abuse, the feminist contribution has been negligible. 
This silence is the more striking in contrast to the legacy of the first 
wave of feminism, particularly in the period 1880 to 1930, in 
which the women's rights movement was tightly connected to 
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child welfare reform campaigns. By contrast, the second wave of 
feminism, a movement heavily influenced by younger and child- 
less women, has spent relatively little energy on children's issues. 
Feminist scholars have studied the social organization of mother- 
ing in theory but not the actual experiences of childraising ,and the 
movement as a whole has not significantly influenced child 
welfare debates or policies. When such issues emerge publicly, 
feminists too often assume that women's and children's interests 
always coincide. The facts of child abuse and neglect challenge 
this assumption as does the necessity sometimes of severing 
maternal custody in order to protect children. 

PROTECTING CHILDREN 
Child abuse was "discovered as a social problem in the 1870s. 
Surely many children had been ill-treated by parents before this, 
but new social conditions created an increased sensitivity to the 
treatment of children and, possibly, actually worsened children's 
lot. Conditions of labor and family life under industrial capitalism 
may have made poverty, stress, and parental anger bear more heav- 
ily on children. The child abuse alarm also reflected growing class 
and cultural differences in beliefs about how children should be 
raised. The anti-cruelty-to-children movement grew out of an anti- 
corporal-punishment campaign, and both reflected a uniquely 
professional-class view that children could be disciplined by reas- 
on and with mildness. The SPCCs also grew from widespread 
fears among more privileged people about violence and 
"depravity" among the urban poor; in the United States, these fears 
were exacerbated by the fact that these poor were largely immi- 
grants and Catholics, threatening the WASP domination of city 
culture and government. 

On one level, my study of the case records of Boston child- 
saving agencies corroborated the anti-social-control critique: the 
work of the agencies did represent oppressive intervention into 
working-class families. The MSPCC attempted to enforce cul- 
turally specific norms of proper parenting that were not only alien 
to the cultural legacy of their "clients" but also flew in the face of 
many of the economic necessities of the clients' lives. Thus, 
MSPCC agents prosecuted cases in which cruelty to children was 
caused, in their view, by children's labor: girls doing housework 



Linda Gordon 461 

and childcare, often staying home from school because their 
parents required it; girls and boys working in shops, peddling on 
the streets; boys working for organ grinders and lying about their 
ages to enlist in the navy. Before World War 1,the enemies of the 
truant officers were usually parents, not children. To immigrants 
from peasant backgrounds it seemed irrational and blasphemous 
that adult women should work while able-bodied children re- 
mained idle. Similarly, the MSPCC was opposed to the common 
immigrant practice of leaving children unattended and allowing 
them to play and wander in the streets. Both violated the MSPCCs 
norm of domesticity for women and children; proper middle-class 
children in those days did not -at least not in the cities-play out- 
side on their own. 

The child savers were attempting to impose a new, middle-class 
urban style of mothering and fathering. Mothers were supposed to 
be tender and gentle and above all, to protect their children from 
immoral influences; the child savers considered yelling, rude 
language, or sexually explicit talk to be forms of cruelty to 
children. Fathers were to provide models of emotional contain- 
ment, to be relatively uninvolved with children; their failure to 
provide adequate economic support was often interpreted as a 
character flaw, no matter what the evidence of widespread, struc- 
tural unemployment. 

MSPCC agents in practice and in rhetoric expressed disdain for 
immigrant cultures. They hated the garlic and olive oil smells of 
Italian cooking and considered this food unhealthy (overstimulat- 
ing, aphrodisiac). The agents were unable to distinguish alcoholics 
and heavy drinkers from moderate wine and beer drinkers, and 
they believed that women who took spirits were degenerate and 
unfit as mothers. They associated many of these forms of depravi- 
ty with Catholicism. Agents were also convinced of the subnormal 
intelligence of most non-WASP and especially non-English- 
speaking clients; indeed, the agents' comments and expectations in 
this early period were similar to social workers' views of black 
clients in the mid-twentieth century. These child welfare 
specialists were particularly befuddled by and disapproving of 
non-nuclear childraising patterns: children raised by grand- 
mothers, complex households composed of children from several 
different marriages (or, worse, out-of-wedlock relationships), 
children sent temporarily to other households. 
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The peasant backgrounds of so many of the "hyphenated Arner- 
icans created a situation in which ethnic bias could not easily be 
separated from class bias. Class misunderstanding, moreover, took 
a form specific to urban capitalism: a failure to grasp the actual 
economic and physical circumstances of this immigrant proletariat 
and subproletariat. Unemployment was not yet understood to be a 
structural characteristic of industrial capitalism. Disease, over- 
crowding, crime, and -above all -dependence were also not un- 
derstood to be part of the system, but, rather, were seen as per- 
sonal failings. 

This line of criticism, however, only partially uncovers the sig- 
nificance of child protection. Another dimension and a great deal 
more complexity are revealed by considering the feminist aspect 
of the movement. Much of the child welfare reform energy of the 
nineteenth century came from women and was organized by the 
"woman movement."g The campaign against corporal punishment, 
from which the anti-child-abuse movement grew, depended upon 
a critique of violence rooted in feminist thought and in women's 
reform activity. Women's reform influence, the "sentimentalizing" 
of the Calvinist traditions, lo was largely responsible for the soften- 
ing of childraising norms. The delegitimation of corporal punish- 
ment, noticeable among the prosperous classes by mid-century, 
was associated with exclusive female responsibility for childrais- 
ing, with women's victories in child custody cases, even with 
women's criticisms of traditionally paternal discipline.11 

Feminist thinking exerted an important influence on the agen- 
cies' original formulations of the problem of family violence. Most 
MSPCC spokesmen (and those who represented the agency in 
public were men) viewed men as aggressors and women and 
children, jointly, as blameless victims. However simplistic, this 
was a feminist attitude. It was also, of course, saturated with class 
and cultural elitism: these "brutal" and "depraved" men were of a 
different class and ethnicity than the MSPCC agents, and the 
language of victimization applied to women and children was also 
one of condescension. Nevertheless, despite the definition of the 
"crime" as cruelty to children, MSPCC agents soon included wife- 
beating in their agenda of reform. 

Even more fundamentally, the very undertaking of child protec- 
tion was a challenge to patriarchal relations. A pause to look at my 
definition of patriarchy is necessary here. In the 1970s a new 
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definition of that term came into use, first proposed by Kate 
Millett but quickly adopted by the U.S. feminist movement: pa- 
triarchy became a synonym for male supremacy, for "sexism." I 
use the term in its earlier, historical, and more specific sense, 
referring to a family form in which fathers had control over all 
other family members-children, women, and servants. This con- 
cept of a patriarchal family is an abstraction, postulating common 
features among family forms that differed widely across geo- 
graphy and time. If there was a common material base supporting 
this patriarchal family norm (a question requiring a great deal 
more study before it can be answered decisively), it was an 
economic system in which the family was the unit of production. 
Most of the MSPCC's early clients came from peasant societies in 
which this kind of family economy prevailed. In these families, 
fathers maintained control not only over property and tools but 
also, above all, over the labor power of family members. Historical 
patriarchy defined a set of parent-child relations as much as it did 
relations between the sexes, for children rarely had opportunities 
for economic independence except by inheriting the family prop- 
erty, trade, or craft. In some ways mothers, too, benefited from 
patriarchal parent-child relations. Their authority over daughters 
and young sons was important when they lacked other kinds of 
authority and independence, and in old age they gained respect, 
help, and consideration from younger kinfolk. 

The claim of an organization such as an SPCC to speak on behalf 
of children's rights, its claim to the license to intervene in parental 
treatment of children, was an attack on patriarchal power. At the 
same time, the new sensibility about children's rights and the con- 
cern about child abuse were symptoms of a weakening of patriar-
chal family expectations and realities that had already taken place, 
particularly during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
in the United States. In this weakening, father-child relations had 
changed more than husband-wife relations. Children had, for ex- 
ample, gained the power to arrange their own betrothals and mar- 
riages and to embark on wage work independent of their fathers' 
occupations (of course, children's options remained determined by 
class and cultural privileges or the lack of them, inherited from 
fathers). In contrast, however, wage labor and long-distance 
mobility often made women, on balance, more dependent on hus- 
bands for sustenance and less able to deploy kinfolk and neighbors 
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to defend their interests against husbands. 
Early child protection work did not, of course, envision a gen- 

eral liberation of children from arbitrary parental control or from 
the responsibility of filial obedience. On the contrary, the SPCCs 
aimed as much to reinforce a failing parentallpaternal authority as 
to limit it. Indeed, the SPCC spokesmen often criticized excessive 
physical violence against children as a symptom of inadequate 
parental authority. Assaults on children were provoked by 
children's insubordination; in the interpretation of nineteenth- 
century child protectors, this showed that parental weakness, 
children's disobedience, and child abuse were mutually rein- 
forcing. Furthermore, by the turn of the century, the SPCCs dis- 
covered that the majority of their cases concerned neglect, not 
assault, and neglect exemplified to them the problems created by 
the withdrawal, albeit not always conscious or deliberate, of paren- 
tal supekision and authority (among the poor who formed the 
agency clientele there were many fathers who deserted and many 
more who were inadequate providers). Many neglect and abuse 
cases ended with children being punished, sent to reform schools 
on stubborn child charges. 

In sum, the SPCCs sought to reconstruct the family along lines 
that altered the old patriarchy, already economically unviable, and 
to replace it with a modem version of male supremacy. The 
SPCCsl rhetoric about children's rights did not extend to a parallel 
articulation of women's rights; their condemnation of wifebeating 
did not include endorsement of the kind of marriage later called 
"companionate," implying equality between wife and husband. 
Their new family and childraising norms included the conviction 
that children's respect for parents needed to be inculcated 
ideologically, moralistically, and psychologically because it no 
longer rested on an economic dependence lasting beyond child- 
hood. Fathers, now as wage laborers rather than as slaves, ar-
tisans, peasants, or entrepreneurs, were to have single-handed 
responsibility for economic support of their families; women and 
children should not contribute to the family economy, at least not 
monetarily. Children instead should spend full-time in learning 
cognitive lessons from professional teachers, psychological and 
moral lessons from the full-time attention of a mother. In turn, 
women should devote themselves to mothering and domesticity. 
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FEMINISM, MOTHERING, AND INDUSTRIAL 
CAPITALISM 
This childraising program points to a larger irony -that the 
"modernization" of male domination, its adaptation to new 
economic and social conditions, was partly a result of the in-
fluence of the f ist  wave of feminism. These first "feminists" rarely 
advocated full equality between women and men and never pro- 
moted the abolition of traditional gender relations or the sexual 
division of labor. Allowing for differences of emphasis, the pro- 
gram just defined constituted a feminist as well as a liberal family 
reform program in the 1870s. Indeed, organized feminism was in 
part such a liberal reform program, a program to adapt the family 
and the civil society to the new economic conditions of industrial 
capitalism, for consciously or not, feminists felt that these new 
conditions provided greater possibilities for the freedom and em- 
powerment of women. 

To recapitulate, child protection work was an integral part of the 
feminist as well as the bourgeois program for modernizing the 
family. Child saving had gender as well as class and ethnic con- 
tent, but in none of these aspects did it simply or homogeneously 
represent the interests of a dominant group (or even of the com- 
posite group of WASP elite women, that hypothetical stratum on 
which it is fashionable to blame the limitations of feminist 
activity). The antipatriarchalism of the child protection agencies 
was an unstable product of several conflicting interests. Under- 
standing this illuminates the influence of feminism on the 
development of a capitalist industrial culture even as feminists 
criticized the new privileges it bestowed on men and its degrada- 
tion of women's traditional work. The relation of feminism to 
capitalism and industrialism is usually argued in dichotomous and 
reductionist fashion: either feminism is the expression of 
bourgeois woman's aspirations, an ultimate individualism that 
tears apart the remaining noninstrumental bonds in a capitalist 
society; or, feminism is inherently anticapitalist, deepening and 
extending the critique of domination to show its penetration even 
of personal life and the allegedly "natural." Although there is a little 
truth in both versions, at least one central aspect of feminism's 
significance for capitalism has been omitted in these fomula- 
tions-its role in redefining family norms and particularly norms 
of mothering. 
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Changes in the conditions of motherhood in an industrializing 
society were an important part of the experiences that drew 
women to the postbellum feminist movement. For most women, 
and particularly for urban poor women, motherhood became 
more difficult in wage labor conditions. Mothers were more 
isolated from support networks of kin, and mothering furthered 
that isolation, often requiring that women remain out of public 
space. The potential dangers from which children needed protec- 
tion multiplied, and the increasing cultural demands for a 
"psychological parenting" increased the potential for maternal 
"failure."l2 These changes affected women of all classes, while, at 
the same time, motherhood remained the central identity for 
women of all classes. Childbirth and childraising, the most univer- 
sal parts of female experience, were the common referents -the 
metaphoric base of political language -by which feminist ideas 
were communicated. 

As industrial capitalism changed the conditions of motherhood, 
so women began to redefine motherhood in ways that would in- 
fluence the entire culture. They "used motherhood simultaneous- 
ly to increase their own status, to promote greater social expen- 
diture-on children, and to loosen their dependence on men, just 
as capitalists "used motherhood as a form of unpaid labor. The 
working-class and even sub-working-class women of the child 
abuse case records drew "feminist" conclusions -that is, they diag- 
nosed their problems in terms of male supremacy -in their efforts 
to improve their own conditions of mothering. In their ex-
periences, men's greater power (economic and social), in combina- 
tion with men's lesser sense of responsibility toward children, kept 
them from being as good at mothering as they wanted. They 
responded by trying to rid themselves of those forms of male 
domination that impinged most directly on their identity and work 
as mothers and on children's needs as they interpreted those 
needs. 

But if child protection work may have represented all mothers' 
demands, it made some mothers -poor urban mothers -extremely 
vulnerable by calling into question the quality of their mothering, 
already made more problematic by urban wage labor living condi- 
tions, and by threatening them with the loss of their children. Poor 
women had less privacy and therefore less impunity in their de- 
viance from the new childraising norms, but their poverty often 
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led them to ask for help from relief agencies, therefore calling 
themselves to the attention of the child-saving networks. Yet poor 
women did not by any means figure only on the victim side, for 
they were also often enthusiastic about defending children's 
"rights" and correcting cruel or neglectful parents. Furthermore, 
they used an eclectic variety of arguments and devices to defend 
their control of their children. At times they mobilized liberal 
premises and rhetoric to escape from patriarchal households and 
to defend their custody rights; they were quick to learn the right 
language of the New World in which to criticize their husbands 
and relatives and to manipulate social workers to side with them 
against patriarchal controls of other family members. Yet at other 
times they called upon traditional relations when community and 
kinfolk could help them retain control or defend children. Poor 
women often denounced the "intervention" of outside social con- 
trol agencies like the SPCCs but only when it suited them, and at 
other times they eagerly used and asked such agencies for help. 

Let me offer another case history to illustrate this opportunistic 
and resourceful approach to social control agencies. An Italian im- 
migrant family, which I will call the Amatos, were "clients" of the 
MSPCC from 1910 to 1916.13 They had five young children from 
the current marriage and Mrs. Amato had three from a previous 
marriage, two of them still in Italy and one daughter in Boston. 
Mrs. Amato kept that daughter at home to do housework and look 
after the younger children while she earned money doing piece 
rate sewing at home. This got the family in trouble with a truant 
officer, and they were also accused, in court, of lying to Associated 
Charities (a consortium of private relief agencies), saying that the 
father had deserted them when he was in fact living at home. Fur- 
thermore, once while left alone, probably in the charge of a sibl- 
ing, one of the younger children fell out of a window and had to be 
hospitalized. This incident provoked agency suspicions that the 
mother was negligent. 

Despite her awareness of these suspicions against her, Mrs. 
Amato sought help from many different organizations, starting 
with those of the Italian immigrant community and then reaching 
out to elite social work agencies, reporting that her husband was a 
drunkard, a gambler, a nonsupporter, and a wifebeater. The 
MSPCC agents at first doubted her claims because Mr. Amato im- 
pressed them as a "good and sober man," and they blamed the 



Single mother and family. Boston, 1916. From a glass slide in the collection of the Massachusetts Society for 
Prevention of Cruelty to Children, University of Massachusetts-Boston Archives. 
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neglect of the children on his wife's incompetence in managing the 
wages he gave her. The MSPCC ultimately became convinced of 
Mrs. Amatofs story because of her repeated appearance with 
severe bruises and the corroboration of the husband's father, who 
was intimately involved in the family troubles and took respon- 
sibility for attempting to control his son. Once the father came to 
the house and gave his son "a warning and a couple of slaps," after 
which he improved for a while. Another time the father extracted 
from him a pledge not to beat his wife for two years1 

Mrs. Amato wanted none of this. She begged the MSPCC agent 
to help her get a divorce; later she claimed that she had not dared 
take this step because her husband's relatives threatened to beat 
her if she tried it. Then Mrs. Amato's daughter (from her previous 
marriage) took action, coming independently to the MSPCC to 
bring an agent to the house to help her mother. As a result of this 
complaint, Mr. Amato was convicted of assault once and sen- 
tenced to six months. During that time Mrs. Amato survived by "a 
little work and. . .Italian friends have helped her." Her husband re- 
turned, more violent than before: he went at her with an axe, beat 
the children so much on the head that their "eyes wabbled [sicJ' 
permanently, and supported his family so poorly that the children 
went out begging. This case closed, like so many, without a resolu- 
tion. 

The Amatos' case will not support the usual anti-social-control 
interpretation of the relation between oppressed clients and social 
agencies. There was no unity among the client family and none 
among the professional intervenors. Furthermore, the intervenors 
were often dragged into the case and by individuals with conflict- 
ing points of view. Mrs. Amato and Mrs. Kashy were not atypical 
in their attempts to use "social control" agencies in their own in- 
terests. Clients frequently initiated agency intervention; even in 
family violence cases, where the stakes were high-losing one's 
children-the majority of complaints in this study came from 
parents or close relatives who believed that their own standards of 
childraising were being violated.14 

In their sparring with social work agencies, clients did not usual- 
ly or collectively win because the professionals had more re- 
sources. Usually no one decisively "won." Considering these cases 
collectively, professional social work overrode working-class or 
poor people's interests, but in specific cases the professionals did 
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not always formulate definite goals, let alone achieve them. In-
deed, the bewilderment of the social workers (something usually 
overlooked because most scholarship about social work is based 
on policy statements, not on actual case records) frequently en- 
abled the clients to go some distance toward achieving their own 
goals. 

The social control experience was not a simple two-sided trade- 
off in which the client sacrificed autonomy and control in return 
for some material help. Rather, the clients helped shape the nature 
of the social control itself. Formulating these criticisms about the 
inadequacy of simple anti-social-control explanations in some 
analytic order, I would make four general points. 

First, the condemnation of agency intervention into the family, 
and the condemnation of social control itself as something auto- 
matically evil, usually assumes that there can be, and once was, an 
autonomous family. On the contrary, no family relations have 
been immune from social regulation.15 Certainly the forms of 
social control I examine here are qualitatively and quantitatively 
different, based on regulation from "outside," by those without a 
legitimate claim to caring about local, individual values and tradi- 
tions. Contrasting the experience of social control to a hypothetical 
era of autonomy, however, distorts both traditional and modem 
forms of social regulation. 

The tendency to consider social control as unprecedented, in- 
vasive regulation is not only an academic mistake. It grew from 
nineteenth-century emotional and political responses to social 
change. Family autonomy became a symbol of patriarchy only in 
its era of decline (as in 1980s' New Right rhetoric). Family 
"autonomy" was an oppositional concept in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, expressing a liberal ideal of home as a private and caring 
space in contrast to the public realm of increasingly instrumental 
relations. This symbolic cluster surrounding the family contained 
both critical and legitimating responses to industrial capitalist 
society. But as urban society created more individual oppor- 
tunities for women, the defense of family autonomy came to stand 
against women's autonomy in a conservative opposition to 
women's demands for individual freedoms. (The concept of family 
autonomy today, as it is manipulated in political discourse, mainly 
has the latter function, suggesting that women's individual rights 
to autonomous citizenship will make the family more vulnerable 
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to outside intervention). The Amatos' pattern, a more patriarchal 
pattern, of turning to relatives, friends, and, when they could not 
help, Italian-American organizations (no doubt the closest ana- 
logue to a "community" in the New World), was not adequate to 
the urban problems they now encountered. Even the violent and 
defensive Mr. Arnato did not question the right of his father, 
relatives, and friends to intervene forcibly, and Mrs. Amato did 
not appear shocked that her husband's relatives tried, perhaps suc- 
cessfully, to hold her forcibly in her marriage. Family autonomy 
was not an expectation of the Amatos. 

Second, the social control explanation sees the flow of initiative 
going in only one direction: from top to bottom, from professionals 
to clients, from elite to subordinate. The power of this interpreta- 
tion of social work comes from the large proportion of truth it 
holds and also from the influence of scholars of poor people's 
movements who have denounced elite attempts to blame "the vic- 
tims." The case records show, however, that clients were not pas- 
sive but, rather, active negotiators in a complex bargaining. Text- 
books of casework recognize the intense interactions and relation- 
ships that develop between social worker and client. In the social 
work version of concern with countertransference, textbooks 
often attempt to accustom the social worker to examining her or 
his participation in that relationship.16 This sense of mutuality, 
power struggle, and intersubjectivity, however, has not penetrated 
historical accounts of social worklsocial control encounters. 

Third, critics of social control often fail to recognize the active 
role of agency clients because they conceive of the family as a 
homogeneous unit. There is an intellectual reification here which 
expresses itself in sentence structure, particularly in academic 
language: 'The family is in decline," "threats to the family," "the 
family responds to industrialization." Shorthand expressions at- 
tributing behavior to an aggregate such as the family would be 
harmless except that they often express particular cultural norms 
about what "the family" is and does, and they mask intrafamily dif-
ferences and conflicts of interest. Usually "the familyf becomes a 
representation of the interests of the family head, if it is a man, 
carrying an assumption that all family members share his in- 
terests. (Families without a married male head, such as single- 
parent or grandparent-headed families are in the common usage, 
broken, deformed, or incomplete families, and thus do not qualify 
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for these assumptions regarding family unity). Among the clients 
in family violence cases, outrage over the intervention into the 
family was frequently anger over a territorial violation, a challenge 
to male authority; expressed differently, it was a reaction to the ex- 
posure to others of intrafamily conflict and of the family head's 
lack of control. Indeed, the interventions actually were more 
substantive, more invasive, when their purpose was to change the 
status quo than if they had been designed to reinforce it. The effect 
of social workers' involvement was often to change existing family 
power relations, usually in the interest of the weaker family 
members. 

Social work interventions were often invited by family mem- 
bers; the inviters, however, were usually the weaker members of a 
family power structure, women and children. These invitations 
were made despite the fact, well known to clients, that women 
and children usually had the most to lose (despite fathers' frequent 
outrage at their loss of face) from MSPCC intervention because by 
far the most common outcome of agency action was not prosecu- 
tion and jail sentences but the removal of children, an action 
fathers dreaded less than mothers. In the immigrant working-class 
neighborhoods of Boston the MSPCC became known as "the 
Cruelty," eloquently suggesting poor people's recognition and fear 
of its power. But these fears did not stop poor people from in- 
itiating contact with the organization. After the MSPCC had been 
in operation ten years, 60 percent of the complaints of known 
origin (excluding anonymous accusations) came from family 
members, the overwhelming majority of these from women with 
children following second. These requests for help came not only 
from victims but also from mothers distressed that they were not 
able to raise their children according to their own standards of 
good parenting. Women also maneuvered to bring child welfare 
agencies into family struggles on their sides. There was no Society 
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Women, but in fact women like 
Mrs. Arnato were trying to turn the SPCC into just that. A frequent 
tactic of beaten, deserted, or unsupported wives was to report 
their husbands as child abusers; even when investigations found 
no evidence of child abuse, social workers came into their homes 
offering, at best, help in getting other things women wanted -such 
as support payments, separation and maintenance agreements, 
relief -and, at least, moral support to the women and condemna- 
tion of the men." 
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A fourth problem is that simple social control explanations often 
imply that the clients' problems are only figments of social 
workers' biases. One culture's neglect may be another culture's 
norm, and in such cultural clashes, one group usually has more 
power than the other. In many immigrant families, for example, 
five-year-olds were expected to care for babies and toddlers; to 
middle-class reformers, five-year-olds left alone were neglected, 
and their infant charges deserted. Social control critiques are right 
to call attention to the power of experts not only to "treat" social de- 
viance but also to define problems in the first place. But the power 
of labeling, the representation of poor people's behavior by experts 
whose status is defied through their critique of the problematic 
behavior of others, coexists with real family oppressions. In one 
case an immigrant father, who sexually molested his thirteen-year- 
old daughter, told a social worker that that was the way it was 
done in the old country. He was not only lying but also trying to 
manipulate a social worker, perhaps one he had recognized as 
guilt-ridden over her privileged role, using his own fictitious 
cultural relativism. His daughter's victimization by incest was not 
the result of oppression by professionals. 

FEMINISM AND LIBERALISM 
The overall problem with virtually all existing critiques of social 
control is that they remain liberal and have in particular neglected 
what feminists have shown to be the limits of liberalism. 
Liberalism is commonly conceived as a political and economic 
theory without social content. In fact, liberal political and 
economic theory rests on assumptions about the sexual division of 
labor and on notions of citizens as heads of families.ls The current- 
ly dominant left-wing tradition of anti-social-control critique, that 
of the Frankfurt school, merely restates these assumptions, identi- 
fying the sphere of the "private" as somehow natural, productive of 
strong egos and inner direction, in contrast to the sphere of the 
public as invasive, produdive of conformity and passivity. If we 
reject the social premises of liberalism (and of Marx), that gender 
and the sexual division of labor are natural, then we can hardly 
maintain the premise that familial forms of social control are in- 
herently benign and public forms are malignant. 
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Certainly class relations and domination are involved in social 
control. Child protection work developed and still functions in 
class society, and the critique of bureaucracies and profes- 
sionalism has shown the inevitable deformation of attempts to 
"help" in a society of inequality, where only a few have the power 
to define what social order should be. But this critique of certain 
kinds of domination often serves to mask other kinds, particularly 
those between women and men and between adults and children. 
And it has predominantly been a critique that emphasizes dornina- 
tion as opposed to conflict. 

Social work, and, more generally, aspects of the welfare state 
have a unique bearing on gender conflicts. Women's subordina- 
tion in the family, and their struggle against it, not only affected 
the construction of the welfare state but also the operations of 
social control bureaucracies. In fact, social control agencies such 
as the MSPCC, and more often, individual social workers, did 
sometimes help poor and working-class people. They aided the 
weaker against the stronger and not merely by rendering clients 
passive. Social work interventions rarely changed assailants' beha- 
vior, but they had a greater impact on victims. Ironically, the 
MSPCC thereby contributed more to help battered women, de- 
fined as outside its jurisdiction, than it did abused children. In- 
dustrial capitalist society gave women some opportunity to leave 
abusive men because they could earn their own livings. In these 
circumstances, even a tiny bit of material help, a mere hint as to 
how to "work" the relief agencies, could turn these women's aspira- 
tions for autonomy into reality. Women could sometimes get this 
help despite class and ethnic prejudices against them. Italian- 
American women might reap this benefit even from social 
workers who held derogatory views of Italians; single mothers 
might be able to get help in establishing independent households 
despite charity workers' suspicions of the immorality of their in- 
tentions. Just as in diplomacy the enemy of one's enemy may be 
ipso facto a friend, in these domestic dramas the enemy of one's op- 
pressor could be an ally. 

These immigrant clients-victims of racism, sexism, and pover- 
ty, perhaps occasional beneficiaries of child welfare work-were 
also part of the creation of modern child welfare standards and in- 
stitutions. The welfare state was not a bargain in which the poor 
got material help by giving up control. The control itself was in- 
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vented and structured out of these interactions. Because many of 
the MSPCC's early "interventions" were in fact invitations by fami- 
ly members, the latter were in some ways teaching the agents 
what were appropriate and enforceable standards of childcare. A 
more institutional example is the mothers' pension legislation 
developed in most of the United States between 1910 and 1920. As 
I have argued elsewhere, the feminist reformers who campaigned 
for that reform were influenced by the unending demands of 
single mothers, abounding in the records of child neglect, for sup- 
port in raising their children without the benefit of men's wages.lg 

The entire Progressive era's child welfare reform package, the 
social program of the women's rights movement, and the reforms 
that accumulated to form the "welfare state" need to be recon- 
ceived as not only a campaign spearheaded by elites. They re- 
sulted also from a powerful if unsteady pressure for economic and 
domestic power from poor and working-class women. For them, 
social work agencies were a resource in their struggle to change 
the terms of their continuing, traditional, social control, which in- 
cluded but was not limited to the familial. The issues involved in 
an anti-family-violence campaign were fundamental to poor 
women: the right to immunity from physical attack at home, the 
power to protect their children from abuse, the right to keep their 
children-not merely the legal right to custody but the actual 
power to support their children -and the power to provide a stan- 
dard of care for those children that met their own standards and 
aspirations. That family violence became a social problem at all, 
that charities and professional agencies were drawn into attempts 
to control it, were as much a product of the demands of those at 
the bottom as of those at the top. 

Still, if these family and child welfare agencies contributed to 
women's options, they had a constricting impact too. I do not wish 
to discard the cumulative insights offered by many critiques of 
social control. The discrimination and victim blaming women en- 
countered from professionals was considerable, the more so 
because they were proffered by those defined as "helping." Loss of 
control was an experience, articulated in many different ways by 
its victims, including those in these same case records. Often the 
main beneficiaries of professionals' intervention hated them most, 
because in wrestling with them one rarely gets what one really 
wants but rather another interpretation of one's needs. An ac-
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curate view of the meanings of this "outside" intervention into the 
family must maintain in its analysis, as the women clients did in 
their strategic decisions, awareness of a tension between various 
forms of social control and the variety of factors that might con- 
tribute to improvements in personal life. This is a contradiction 
that women particularly face, and there is no easy resolution of it. 
There is no returning to an old or newly romanticized "community 
control" when the remnants of community rest on a patriarchal 
power structure hostile to women's aspirations. A feminist critique 
of social control must contain and wrestle with, not seek to eradi- 
cate, this tension. 
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